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Chairman Schmid, Chairwoman Gobi, members of the Committee.  I am Melissa Hoffer, 

Chief of the Energy and Environment Bureau in the Office of Attorney General Maura Healey.  

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today in support of H. 655, An Act protecting 

Massachusetts pollinators, filed by Representative Carolyn Dykema.  And thank you to 

Representative Dykema for her leadership on this issue.  

Anyone who eats should care—a lot—about what’s going on with honey bees right now.  

This bill is not just about honey. It’s about pollination.  Ultimately, that means it’s about our 

food and our ecosystem.  Honey bees play an essential role in crop pollination for both small, 

local farms and large, national farming operations.  A quarter of the American diet depends on 

honey bee pollination. And honey bee pollination adds more than $15 billion in value to 

agricultural crops each year in the United States.
1
 

But over the past few decades, we’ve begun to see significant losses of pollinators from 

the environment—that includes honey bees, native bees, birds, bats, and butterflies.  These losses 

weaken our ecosystems, and threaten our ability to produce healthy food.  Between April 2014 

and April 2015, U.S. beekeepers lost about 42 percent of honey bee colonies.
2
  And, for the first 

time, summer losses exceeded winter losses,
3
 which is really significant because we don’t 

typically see colonies dying at that rate in the summer.
4
  Estimated bee colony losses here in 

Massachusetts for that one-year period were as high as 46 percent.
5
 

While there may be multiple factors responsible for this alarming trend, neonicotinoid 

pesticides present a clear and undeniable threat to pollinators.  Neonicotinoids are systemic 
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insecticides that are absorbed by the treated plant to protect it from sap-sucking and plant-

feeding insects—which means they are present in the nectar and pollen of treated plants.  Honey 

bees are exposed to neonicotinoids in a number of ways, including direct ingestion of 

neonicotinoid-laced pollen and nectar from commercial crops and from backyard gardens and 

plantings where products containing neonicotinoids have been used.  In fact, neonicotinoid-

containing products approved for homeowner use in gardens and on lawns and trees can have 

manufacturer-recommended application rates that are sometimes 120 times higher than those 

used on agricultural crops.
6
   

There is no question that neonicotinoids are highly toxic to bees. EPA’s environmental 

assessment of clothianidin in seed treatments, for example, found neonicotinoids to be a major 

risk to non-target species,
7
 and a U.S. Geological Survey study out this month found 

neonicotinoids present in wild bees too – not just honey bees.
8
  Research has confirmed that bees 

exposed to neonicotinoids experience a number of adverse effects, which impair the overall 

health of the hive, including:  

 disorientation and difficulty foraging
9
 and navigating back to the hive;  

 impaired memory, learning, and ability to communicate;  

 reduction in breeding;
10

 and 

 immune suppression. 

Just to name a few.  

Last year, President Obama established a Pollinator Health Task Force, and in May of 

this year, the group released the National Strategy to Promote the Health of Honey Bees and 

Other Pollinators.  It recognized pesticide exposure as a primary factor contributing to losses of 

honey bees and other pollinators.
11
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Other species are affected as well. A U.S.G.S. study published in 2015 found 

neonicotinoids present in a little more than half of U.S. streams sampled.
12

  Research has 

connected neonicotinoid exposure to immune suppression in fish, amphibians, birds, and bats.
13 

In fact, the American Bird Conservancy has called for a ban on the pesticide, based on the risk to 

birds and aquatic systems.
14

  In 2007, New York State denied the registration applications of four 

new neonicotinoid-containing pesticides based on concerns about impacts to aquatic species and 

pollinators.
15

   

Courts have weighed in, too. Last week, EPA cancelled the registration of sulfoxaflor,
16

 a 

newer generation neonicotinoid pesticide, after a federal appeals court found that EPA had not 

adequately weighed the data on risk to pollinators before granting approval.
17

  The science is 

clear that neonicotinoids present a real and increasing threat to honey bees and other pollinators. 

So how would H. 655 help?  

First, it would limit use of neonicotinoids during the blooming season—when bees visit 

crops the most— to agricultural and horticultural purposes only, and it would require that 

neonicotinoids be applied only by trained applicators.  The bill would also ensure that, before 

neonicotinoids are applied, landowners are made aware of the risks posed to pollinators.  H. 655 

would help consumers make more informed choices by requiring plants and seeds treated with 

neonicotinoids to be labeled as such, and to include on the label a description of the risks to 

pollinators.   

This bill would give us the common sense tools we need to protect our pollinators, the 

Commonwealth’s rich agricultural heritage, and ultimately, our ecosystem.  

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today, and we urge you to report this bill 

favorably out of Committee.  
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